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Cole Russell, Manager of Printing Services, Printing and
Graphic Services, developed sign painting skills with a
mentor
The creative residency experience was an extraordinary opportunity for me.
As I’m sure others that participated will relate - the ability to fully dive into
an area of creative work for a week with minimal restrictions was
incredible. We all lead busy lives with daily responsibilities and
commitments not only to our family, careers and otherwise, so it was quite
liberating to be able to carry this endeavor out.
As I mentioned in my proposal, I was eager to learn about custom sign
painting (hand lettered) and the tools, materials and style needed to
succeed in this area. I have a background in graphic design which lends
itself to understanding of letterforms and formatting, yet being able to work
with my hands using real paint and real brushes, and not just a mouse on a
screen has been a small dream of mine for some time. Over the years I’ve
noticed how these custom signs in communities or on business storefronts
stand out a little more, have more personality and have more a timeless
effect when carried out appropriately.
I was able to interview local Water Valley artist Bill Warren, a prolific artist
and sign painter in the community, and he was able to confirm notions I
had about the process as well as enlighten me on some of more intangible
areas of his creative work. Bill’s sign work can be seen all throughout the
downtown area of Water Valley and was one of the first bits of inspiration
that this area of work might be something I could see myself doing at some
point.
I was able to procure most of the materials needed for the project here in
Oxford at Home Depot and Wal- Mart, but did have to take a trip to
Memphis to visit a company called Tubelite to find the proper metal sheets
that were needed to create a lasting sign. I practiced first with acrylics on
wood in order to develop and “test” my hand at making the proper strokes
and brush techniques. I was satisfied enough with this exploration so then I
moved on to a real project. I didn’t want to create something that couldn’t
be used practically so I decided to offer to paint a sign for my brother’s auto
sales store, “Russell Motors”. I decided to keep the design fairly simple, yet
appealing – as most signs should be in order to remain legible from a

distance. I created an image in illustrator/photoshop using a font that
might evoke a vintage and welcoming feel and then used Bill’s technique of
projecting onto the sheet metal in order to sketch out the letterforms. I set
up a small workspace in a vacant room of our house to paint these signs in.

While there was a learning curve, I was able to produce a sign I was proud
of over the last couple of days of the residency. I was pleased and inspired
to continue on in this area.

I used the stipend to purchase materials including acrylic paints, enamel
paints, brushes and sheet metal. I also compensated Bill for taking the time
to talk at length about the process and to tour his home that contained
works-in-progress signs.

